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chapter 10

Political Vision of the Qurʾan: Some Preliminary

Remarks

Rasoul Namazi

What follows is an inquiry into political thought, or more precisely, political

theology in the Qurʾan. This study does not pretend to be definitive since,

as we shall see below, there are conceptual, methodological, and theoretical

complexities that need further elaboration in more comprehensive studies. I

will only try to demonstrate here how these complexities are relevant to this

inquiry. If this inquiry succeeds in delineating some of themajor aspects of the

subject, it has achieved its objective. I will address the introductory complexit-

ies first before turning to the Qurʾan itself.1

1 What Is Political Theology?

The study of political thought in the Qurʾan should be categorized under the

heading of what is often called “Islamic political theory.” However, the term

“Islamic political theory,” although of relatively wide usage, is not free of some

ambiguities. What does “Islamic” add to the compound? How is “Islamic” dis-

tinguished from “non-Islamic” political theory?Onemight perhaps understand

this term at least in two ways: (1) Islamic political theory is a political the-

ory articulated by Muslim thinkers. This political theory is characterized as

“Islamic” because of the Muslim religious beliefs of the thinkers who origin-

ated it. In this perspective, it is presupposed that only with difficulty can one

abstract from the Muslim religious beliefs of a thinker and claim that those

beliefs did not have any impact on the character of his political thought. In this

sense, if the impact of those religious beliefs on the political thought of the

thinker under discussion is entirely rejected, the Muslim background of a cer-

tain Muslim political thinker would be of a purely biographical character and

devoid of theoretical importance. The specific character of that impact in this

1 In this text, I have omitted diacritical marks when converting Arabic names to Roman char-

acters, as they are generally unnecessary for both Arabists and non-Arabists. The exceptions

are the ʿayn (ʿ) and hamza (ʾ), which have been retained.
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perspective, however, remains relatively ambiguous and needs further clarific-

ation. (2) The second meaning of Islamic political theory sheds more light on

and even takes the whole idea of the impact of religious beliefs on the thought

of Muslim political thinkers to its ultimate conclusion: Islamic political the-

ory is a political theory which has a direct relationship with Muslim religious

beliefs. In other words, a political doctrine is Islamic because it is deduced and

extrapolated from Islamic religious principles. This understanding of Islamic

political theory corresponds to what is sometimes called political theology, “a

political theory or a political doctrine that claims to be founded on faith in

divine revelation.”2Aspolitical theologybydefinition finds its source in thepar-

ticular revelation of each religious denomination or theological school, Islamic

political theology, therefore, must, at its foundation, be based on the specific

teaching inherent in the Islamic revelation. In this sense, the true source of

Islamic political theology is the Qurʾan: for Muslims, the true word of Allah,

who addresses man and teaches him “what he did not know” (Q 96:3–5).3 All

true Islamic political theology must be firmly grounded in the teachings of the

Qurʾan. In fact, the natural consequence of this view would be to search for

Islamic political theory preferably or perhaps exclusively in the Qurʾan rather

than in any other source. The present study will be the application of this idea.

2 The Qurʾan as a Source

Anyone seeking to study any aspect of Islam through the Qurʾan must first

engage with its traditional understanding. Muslim orthodoxy claims that the

Qurʾan familiar to us, the vulgate, is thewritten formof the revelations received

from God by the prophet of Islam, Muhammad from 610 to 632c.e. Upon

receiving these revelations, Muhammad repeated them for his followers who

memorized them and sometimes put them into primitive forms of writing.

According to a famous account, after the death of Muhammad, these sayings

were preserved in different forms until around 650c.e. when the thirdMuslim

caliph, ʿUthman charged a committee to establish a standard edition including

2 Political theology is an old concept with a complex history. In recent decades, this concept

has gained a remarkable prominence across disciplinary and theological boundaries, and one

hears as much about Christian as about Jewish and Islamic political theology. There are dif-

ferent understandings of this concept, but the contemporary usage of this term is intimately

connected with the name of Carl Schmitt. That Schmitt means the same thing by “political

theology” that we do here is argued in Meier 2006, 75–89. For the Islamic perspective and

bibliography see Campanini 2011.

3 References to the Qurʾān are identified by Q, followed by chapter and verse numbers.



political vision of the qurʾan 215

all of Muhammad’s revelations and then disseminated this edition which cor-

responds to our version throughout the Muslim empire. Abstracting from the

supernatural, expected from modern scholars,4 some version of this view was

shared for a long time by Western scholars of Islam as well. This reliance on

the traditional understanding of the Quranic text byWestern scholars is rather

unusual becauseWestern scholarship has been tuned, since Spinoza at least, to

the idea that a “sacred book is hardly ever a complete and well-finished whole,

composed by a single author,” and scholars have been in the habit of consid-

ering such religious writings to be “usually a library or compilation containing

a miscellany of passages.” In the case of the Qurʾan, however, Western schol-

ars were prepared tomake an exception. They included the Qurʾan among very

few cases in which “a religious leader has produced a single more or less com-

plete sacred book for the express and avowed purpose of propagating his or

her faith.” Along with a few books such as the Biblical Book of Revelation and

Joseph Smith’s Book of Mormon, the Qurʾan was considered an example of a

sacred book with a single author.5 Hence, Theodor Nöldeke, the prominent

scholar of Islam, could comfortably claim that the Qurʾan, if not the work of

God as in the orthodox Muslim view, at least “is the work of Muhammad.”6

This view, still shared bymany traditionalMuslims and someWestern schol-

ars, was gradually but decidedly shaken by the developments inWestern schol-

arship on Islam increasingly since the 1970s. One can describe this movement

as a revisionof the original “naïveté” of the scholars of Islam. Scholarswerenow

putting the Qurʾan alongside other sacred texts and claiming that the Qurʾan is

not a unitary text elaborated by a single author in his lifetime as claimed by

Muslim orthodoxy because “new religions do not spring fully-fledged from the

heads of prophets.”7 In this perspective, theQurʾanmust be seen as a document

long in preparation and developed over a considerable length of time finding

its origin in different sources and gradually taking the shape with which we are

familiar today. One particularly influential and radical example of such a per-

spective is found in the writings of John Wansbrough. He argued that rather

than a unitary text with a single author as depicted in Muslim sources and

accepted by previousWestern scholars, the Qurʾan was actually a collection of

4 This has been the dominant view of what is expected from the modern scholars. A good

description of it is provided by Max Weber: “Science, which is without ‘preconceptions’ in

the sense that it rejects any religious allegiance, likewise has no knowledge of ‘miracles’ and

‘revelation.’ ” Weber 2004, 21.

5 Bouquet 1962, 23

6 Nöldeke 1998, 36

7 Crone 1980, 12
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independent texts gradually collected, standardized, and canonized in its cur-

rent form long after the time alleged in Muslim sources, probably at around

850c.e.8 This revisionist perspective on the Qurʾan has not fared well in recent

decades partly because of the work on the Quranicmanuscripts which seem to

have convincingly shown that theQurʾanwas clearly codifiedmuchearlier than

whenWansbrough et al. suppose, dates not entirely inconsistent with the tra-

ditional understanding of the Qurʾan as a document surviving from the period

coinciding with the supposed lifetime of Muhammad.9

We can with some degree of confidence claim that the Qurʾan as it is avail-

able to us reflects the mindset and worldview of its author(s) living in the 7th

century c.e. and consequently can be used as a reliable source for construct-

ing their ideas about different subjects, in this case, their political perspective

and what they thought about the preferable political organization of human

life. To assert that the Qurʾan is an old text roughly from the period alleged

in traditional sources, however, does not necessarily amount to saying that it

had a single author. Some of those who accept the old pedigree of the Qurʾan

have claimed that the Qurʾan contains writings of several authors while oth-

ers have argued for the single authorship.10 This issue, however, does not have

central importance for the study here: a text can have a single author without

conveying an entirely coherentmessage and it can havemultiple authors while

reflecting one coherent idea. It is also worth mentioning that Islamic tradition

recognizes the existence of incoherence in theQurʾan and addresses it with the

doctrine of “abrogation.” Be that as it may, this study does not presuppose that

the Qurʾan has a coherent political teaching or even, as we shall see, a political

teaching simply.

3 The Qurʾan and Its Context

Trust in the unity and old pedigree of the Qurʾan is not universal but given the

adherence of many prominent scholars, including some from the most skep-

tical camps, it is not an unreasonable idea.11 Establishing the reliability of the

8 Wansbrough 1977, 52. See also Hawting 1999; Rippin 2001.

9 Déroche 2009, 157; Sadeghi and Bergmann 2010, 348–354; Sadeghi 2011, 288; Sadeghi and

Goudarzi 2012; van Putten 2019.

10 Cf. Sadeghi 2011 with Tesei 2021.

11 Another important source from early Islamic history, which can be used to reconstruct

early Islamic political thought and is accepted bymany skeptical historians as originating

from its alleged time period, is the so-called Constitution of Medina. See Namazi 2023.
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Qurʾanic corpus as a document from the first half of the 7th century, however,

does not mean that we are ready to turn to the task of interpreting it. There is

a second wave that threatens to engulf any modern scholar of the Qurʾan. To

beginwith, theQurʾan is a peculiar document: it is a highly ambiguous textwith

an emphatically allusive style. It repeatedly refers to eventswithout providing a

narrative framework to understand or identify those events. Figures and places

are alluded to without sufficient information to identify them. Individuals and

groups are simply praised or condemned as believers, unbelievers, wrongdoers,

hypocrites, and so on, but their specific views are never clarified. The vocab-

ulary of the Qurʾan is also controversial: even the ancient interpreters who

supposedly lived in the same cultural and linguistic environment struggled to

understandmany of the terms and expressions used in the Qurʾan. These char-

acteristics make the Qurʾan a very difficult text to understand and interpret,

a challenge recognized even by traditional Muslims since the beginning, as

evidenced by a saying attributed to the fourth Muslim caliph, ʿAli: Sending his

representative to negotiate with the rebels, ʿAli instructed him to “not use the

Qurʾan as you contend with them, for the Qurʾan can be interpreted in vari-

ous ways and has different aspects. Fight them with the sunna; that will leave

them no avenues of escape.”12 Due to the ambiguity of the Quranic text, it was

understood that the Sunna, i.e., the actions and speeches of Muhammad as

documented in his traditional biographies (al-sīrat al-nabawiyya) and the so-

calledTraditions (ḥadīth), are indispensable for understanding theQurʾan.Tra-

ditional exegetes have approached theQurʾan through the contextual informa-

tion provided by the Sunnamainly in two ways: First, it was assumed that each

specific Quranic verse was revealed to Muhammad in specific circumstances

and at specific times. The correct understanding of each verse was thought

therefore possible only through knowing those specific circumstances or con-

12 Quoted in Goldziher 1981, 38. In classical Islamic jurisprudence, the insufficiency of the

Qurʾan alone as the source of Muslimpractice and beliefs is reflected in the idea that there

are two primary sources of Islamic Law (sharīʿa), namely the Qurʾan and the Sunna, and

two secondary sources, which are the consensus of the experts (ijmāʿ) and reasoning by

analogy (qiyās). The Sunna, as traditionally understood, refers to the Prophet’s established

manner of doing things, which is related in traditions ascribed to his companions. Since

consensus and analogy both depend on and are derived from the Qurʾan and the Sunna,

it can be said that the traditional view holds that revelation includes both scriptural (the

Qurʾan) and extra-scriptural parts (the Sunna). The famous expression “kitāb Allāh wa-

sunnat nabiyyihi” (the book of God and the Sunna of His Prophet), which played a role

as a call and an oath of allegiance during the early struggle for leadership of the Muslim

community, reflects the close connection of these two sources in Islamic political theo-

logy.
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texts. These historical circumstances, called “occasions of revelation” (asbāb

al-nuzūl), having their source in the life story of Muhammad, were considered

an integral part of all traditional exegesis. Second, reports about Muhammad

found in traditional sources, mainly the so-called Hadith collections, provide

not only contexts for specific Quranic verses by referring to anecdotes from the

life of Muhammad, but also provide explanations of rare or ambiguous terms

used in the Qurʾan, clarify vague passages by referring to external information,

explain passages through paraphrasing, identify anonymous references, and

clarify obscure verses through explicit narrative expansion.13

The practice of relying on contextual information from the biography of

Muhammad and traditional accounts of his actions and sayings, however,

encounters a major difficulty. The reliability of the sources used for contextu-

alizing the Quranic verses has been powerfully challenged by many scholars

since the beginning of the last century, and even more prominently from the

last decades of the 20th century onward.14 These scholars have called the reli-

ability of virtually all traditional Islamic sources into question, and they regard

the information presented in them as historically suspect. The most powerful

objection to these traditional sources is the fact that none of these sources are

contemporaneous or even near contemporaneous with the events they report.

For instance, the earliest biography of Muhammad was written by Ibn Ishaq

(704–767)whodied some 130 years after the death of Muhammad. Even the ori-

ginal work of Ibn Ishaq has not survived, and it ismainly accessible through the

recension of IbnHisham (d. 833), whodied about 65 years after Ibn Ishaq. Patri-

cia Crone, one of the prominent proponents of the skeptical approach, illus-

trates the unreliability of the traditionalMuslim sources by comparing reliance

on themwith “reconstructing theorigins of Christianity on thebasis of thewrit-

ings of Clement [c. 150–215ad] or Justin Martyr [c. 100–165] in a recension by

Origen [c. 184–253].”15 Although the historical distance between Muhammad

and Ibn Ishaq is itself crucial, what makes the sources like those of Ibn Ishaq

evenmore unreliable is the character of the society inwhichMuhammad lived.

The so-called Companions of the Prophet on whose reports historians like Ibn

Ishaq relied to compose their biographieswere tribal warriors, not professional

historians or scribes. It is no accident that even later Muslim scholars for sev-

eral centuries studied the biography of Muhammad as a discipline dedicated to

the study of the Prophet’s military campaigns (maghāzī).16 One should always

13 Raven 2001.

14 For a general introduction and bibliography see Görke 2011; Hoyland 2007; Tesei 2021.

15 Crone 1980, 202 n. 10.

16 Crone 1980, 5.
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be wary of the image conveyed by the traditional sources: these desert fighters

are often described in these sources as if they were Muslim rabbis whose main

business was gathering, categorizing, and memorizing prophetic traditions

andmeticulously documenting them for the next generations. Although Islam

gradually gave birth to one of themost intellectually vibrant civilizations in the

world, producing some of the best historians of all time, its first century was

characterized by its strong military energy, which defeated some of the most

powerful empires of the world. It is the basic fact of history that “letters come

after arms and that, in provinces and cities, captains arise before philosoph-

ers.”17 In this regard, Muslims were not much different from the Romans and

their illustrious historians. One is on relatively safe ground trusting Tacitus’s

reports about Tiberius but who would rely on Livy’s reports on the founda-

tions of Rome? Livy’s history relies on what Livy knew only from the legends

transmitted from his warrior ancestors. What Ibn Ishaq and other historians

of Islam say about Muhammad is certainly important for understanding what

they thought about their past but not fruitful for understanding what their past

actually was.

The impact of the source-critical challenges on the field of Islamic stud-

ies has been considerable and this approach has now become a part of the

mainstream scholarship on Islamic history. Apart from some Muslim schol-

ars who still adhere to the traditional approach to Islamic sources and accept

their reliability, the source-critical approach is predominant among scholars

based in Europe andNorth America.18 This does notmean that the latter group

is entirely homogenous in completely rejecting the traditional sources: some

Western scholars are still engaged in a project of sifting through the tradi-

tional sources to arrive at “the kernel of truth” existing in them.19 These efforts,

however, have themselves been regarded as controversial andhave failed to cre-

ate anewconsensus among scholars. In otherwords, if there is a so-called genu-

ine “kernel” in these traditional accounts “no one has yet provided amethod of

extracting this core.”20 That is to say, even if we do not entirely reject the reli-

ability of the traditional sources and concede that they might contain some

genuine historical kernel inside them, there is as yet no generally accepted

method for distinguishing what might be true fromwhat might be false. In any

event, if we add the number of scholars who reject the traditional sources and

17 Machiavelli 1988, 185 (v.1).

18 For a helpful typology of the reactions to the source-critical approach see also Sadeghi

and Goudarzi 2012, 3–5.

19 Motzki 2000; 2003; Schoeler 2003.

20 Robson 1965, 464; Donner 2006, 34.
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have engaged in controversial alternative narratives about the origins of Islam

(an influential minority in the field) to the number of scholars who subscribe

implicitly to the skeptical position, the scholars still committed to identifying

the kernel of truth in traditional sources are in a minority. The scholars who

implicitly subscribe to the skeptical position, forming the majority in the field,

facing the source-critical challenges, and unable to provide evidence to con-

firm the traditional account have implicitly and sometimes explicitly given up

on the project of reconstructing the early history of Islam.When explicit, they

claim that they study the traditional sources not as historical accounts about

the actual origin of Islam but rather as a reflection of later Muslims’ beliefs

about their own past. In other words, these historians look at these traditional

narratives, not as sources of historical information about the early history of

Islam, but rather as documents depicting how later generations reconstructed

and imagined those times.21 Still more numerous are the scholars who in reac-

tion to the source-critical challenges have simply refrained from studying early

Islamic history and instead concentrated on later periods of Islamic civiliza-

tion.

As wasmentioned, the Qurʾan is a peculiar text whose understanding seems

to need extensive contextual information only available in sources that are

open to source-critical challenges. As this study concentrates on the Qurʾan

for understanding a political vision or doctrine that can legitimately claim to

be properly speaking Islamic, i.e., an Islamic political theology, we are facing

a seemingly insurmountable difficulty. There is, however, a case to be made

for not waiting for a new consensus on the history of Islamic origins—a new

consensus thatwill veryprobably remainunattainable in thenear future or per-

haps forever. It is possible to study the Qurʾan independently of the traditional

matrix which has become questionable. Although a close study of the Qurʾan

from the point of view of political theory on its own has not been done before,

there are similar studies on other aspects of the Qurʾan independently of the

extra-scriptural sources.22 I contend that the central importance of the extra-

Quranic material for scholars has led to an unjustified underestimation of the

Qurʾan itself as a rich source of information about the oldest stratumof Islamic

political thought, which remains safe from skeptical critiques. Indeed, the Qur-

anic corpus is not as clear and unambiguous as we would like it to be, but this

should not conceal the fact that we are not in the habit of making full use of

the Qurʾan as an independent and stand-alone source of crucial information.

21 For instance see Rubin 1995.

22 E.g., Crone 2012.



political vision of the qurʾan 221

Abstracting from the exegetical tradition and the extra-Quranic sources does

not amount to the complete incomprehensibility of the Quranic text. A close,

careful, and critical reading of the Qurʾan, free from traditional interpretative

presuppositions, has proved fruitful in other cases, and there is no reason to

believe that a similar result cannot be obtained in the case of a political read-

ing of the Qurʾan.

To recap, in what follows, the text of the Qurʾan that we have at our disposal

is considered a genuine document available to Muslims shortly after the pur-

ported date of Muhammad’s death. It will be treated here as a document that

an intelligent and careful reader in the 7th century who, in all probability, did

not knowabout theminutiae of the life of Muhammad, hadbefore his eyes.The

intention is to showwhat that putative readerwould have understood from the

political doctrine of the Qurʾan.

4 Is Islam a Political Religion?

Everydiscussionof political theology in theQurʾan turns arounda fundamental

question: is there a political aspect to Islam in general or the Qurʾan in par-

ticular? The answer to this question, if we rely on the traditional Islamic per-

spective or even on the Western perspective on Islam, seems to be definitely

positive. Let us begin with the Western perspective, which provides us with a

suitable point of entry into this discussion. In a famous chapter of The Social

Contract titled “On Civil Religion,” while tracing the evolution of the relation-

ship between politics and religion, Jean-Jacques Rousseau claims that Jesus

“came to establish a Spiritual kingdom on earth,” thereby “separating the theo-

logical system from the political system” common to the Romanworld. Critical

of the Christian perspective, Rousseau describes Christianity as “a totally spir-

itual religion, uniquely concernedwithHeavenlymatters.” Rousseau goes so far

as to say that the “Christian’s fatherland is not of this world.” This critical view

of the Christian apolitical spirit and its otherworldly concerns is accompanied

by Rousseau’s high praise of Islam:

Mohammed had very sound views; he tied his political system together

well, and as long as the form of this Government subsisted under his suc-

cessors the Caliphs, the Government was completely unified, and good

for that reason.23

23 Rousseau 1994, 217–218 (iv.8).
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This perspective—Christianity as an apolitical religion in contrast to Islam as

an emphatically political religion—is prominent among many Western

thinkers.24 Although the history of the relationship between Christianity and

politics is complex and often challenges this apolitical view of Christianity, one

can also claim that this interpretation has a strong basis in the NewTestament.

Jesus advises his followers to “Give back to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God

what is God’s” (Mark 12:17, Matthew 22:21, Luke 20:25). When interrogated by

the Roman governor, Pontus Pilate, and asked whether he is “the king of the

Jews,” Jesus answers that his “kingdom is not of this world” (John 18:36). Just as

common this view of Christianity is, the political interpretation of Islam is as

commonamongmodernWestern scholars.25This viewof Islam is not, however,

an invention of Western scholarship but has a long pedigree in Islamic civiliza-

tion itself which has always seen Islam as a “religion and state [dīn wa dawla].”

Where does this view come from? It is evident that in Islamic history, tradi-

tionally understood, Muhammad was a prophet and a founder of a political

order who was succeeded by other “caliphs” (meaning “successors”) who con-

tinued the same tradition of synthesizing religion and state. But this belief in

the political character of Islam is not simply a reflection of how Islamic civiliz-

ation unfolded throughout history or a posteriori theorization of the history of

Islam: it also has a theoretical basis.

One of the elements of this theoretical basis is found in the classic expres-

sion of this view by Ibn Khaldun. In a series of chapters of his famous Muqad-

dimah, Ibn Khaldun tries to elucidate the Islamic political order under the

heading of the Caliphate. How does he justify his claim that Islam is a political

religion? Ibn Khaldun’s treatment of this question shows signs of ambivalence

and ambiguity. To begin with, he is emphatic that the rational necessity of a

religious-political order (what he calls the imamate) argued for by some “philo-

sophers” is untenable. Men are perfectly capable of organizing their political

lives without a need for a religious-political order. He claims that this can be

seen clearly in the case of “the Magians and other nations who had no scrip-

ture and had not been reached by a propheticmission.”26 To put it differently, it

24 For instance: “Christianity is essentially a nonpolitical religion. Unlike Judaism and Islam,

the two other great monotheistic religions of the West, it does not call for the formation

of a separate community or provide a code of laws by which that community might be

governed.” (Fortin 1994, vii; 1996, 184–185). For the exceptional character of Christianity

see also Fustel de Coulanges 1974, v.3. Pope Benedict xvi also describes Christianity as

“apolitical”: Ratzinger 2007, 339.

25 Philpott 2007, 515; Lapidus 1975, 363–364; Lewis 1988, 1–2; Akhavi 2003, 546.

26 Ibn Khaldun 1967, i:390.
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seems that Ibn Khaldun does not believe that in the absence of a religious gov-

ernment, some fundamental aspects of human life remain uncared for. While

the necessity of a religious government does not have a rational basis, Ibn

Khaldun claims, it has one in religious law. Ibn Khaldun doesn’t quote specific

Quranic verses or prophetic traditions to establish this claim but rather refers

to the “consensus [ijmaʿ] of the men around Muḥammad,” thereby relying on

one of the traditional four sources of Islamic Law, namely “consensus.”27 This is

one way for him to highlight the lack of evidence in the Qurʾan and prophetic

tradition to justify this view. But this is not all that IbnKhaldun has to say about

this question: he actually provides uswith two essential clues about the correct

way of approaching the question of politics in the Qurʾan.

Although Ibn Khaldun does not believe in the rational necessity of a reli-

gious-political order, he adheres to the idea that a political order per se (or as

he calls it “royal authority [mulk]”) is necessary for administering the “worldly

interests” of human beings. As it turns out, there is a comparable but different

justification for a religious-political order: a religious-political order ismeant to

provide for the interests of men “in the other world as well as in this world.”28

What distinguishes an Islamic political order from a secular political order is

that the former provides for this world and the other world while the latter

only focuses on this world. In other words, Ibn Khaldun is claiming that in con-

tradistinction to Jesus, Muhammad promised a kingdom in this as well as in

the other world. This claim of Ibn Khaldun leads to a fundamental question:

does this view find support in the Qurʾan? Does the Qurʾan introduce its theo-

logical system as one concerned with the interests of men in this and the other

world?

The Quranic answer to this question is highly ambiguous: to begin with,

there is a general depreciation of this world in favor of the other world at work

in the Qurʾan (e.g., Q 3:10, 3:116, 9:69, 18:40, 26:88). There is also the idea of

incompatibility between the goods of this world and the other—one would

lose the other world by obtaining the one here (e.g. 2:200, 3:14–15, 9:38, 42:20).

Finally, and most importantly, the Qurʾan does not clearly depict the believ-

ers as establishing a kingdom in this world: the unbelievers seem to be only

punished in the other world (e.g. Q 10:4, 11:22, 16:109, 27:5). Indeed, there are

many passages in which the unbelievers are depicted as enjoying their worldly

goods and living in prosperity and are told that they will see their punishment

in the other world (e.g. Q 3:116, 9:85, 23:55–56). In other words, the victory of

27 Ibn Khaldun 1967, i:389.

28 Ibn Khaldun 1967, i:387.
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the believers over their adversaries and the foundation of a political order in

this world by the believers is not clearly depicted as a possibility in the Qurʾan.

This leads to a supplementary question: Is there any deeper reason for the

lack of interest in a this-worldly political order in theQurʾan? An answer to this

question might be found in the “apocalypticism” sometimes ascribed to Islam

in general and the Qurʾan in particular. Scholars have emphasized the central

importance of apocalyptic elements in the Qurʾan and have gone so far as to

describe these apocalyptic elements as the fundamental core of Muhammad’s

religious message and the primary theme of his teaching.29 Apocalypticism is

a complex concept and subject to much scholarly debate. Here, it is meant as

a set of interrelated religious ideas of eschatological character, predicting the

imminent cataclysmic events leading to the end of times.Many passages in the

Qurʾan reflect apocalyptic ideas: the End of Time or in Quranic terms, “the Day

of Judgment” (yawm al-dīn), is near (Q 21:1, 33:63, 47:18)—the world will in fact

end in the near future, perhaps even in the lifetime of the original audience

(Q 16:77). The End of Time will be the result of terrifying cataclysmic events

(Q 22:1–2, 77:8–10, 78:19, 82:1, 22:1). Muhammad’s famous title in the Qurʾan, the

“seal of prophets” (khātam al-nabiyyīn) (Q 33:40), might also point to the idea

that he is the last prophet in the sense that he is the one coming just before the

End of Time.30

Considering the prominence of the apocalyptic elements, one might con-

clude that the political vision of the Qurʾan, or more precisely, its anti-political

vision, is a reflection of its apocalyptic character. A spirit of world negation,

retreat from the world and its affairs, and even a rather radical “antiworldli-

ness” often characterizes apocalypticism. Taking apocalypticism into account,

one might conclude that the Qurʾan is only meant to prepare its audience for

the apocalyptic event and the arrival of the End of Time. In this perspective,

the life of this world is too short, and the interest of men in this life is too paltry

to be worth the foundation of a political order.31 If the original author(s) and

the audience of the Qurʾan saw the world near its end and any human enter-

prise of an emphatically temporary character, one should not be surprised to

acquire an apolitical even anti-political impression of the Quranic corpus. Any

29 There is an extensive bibliography on this subject. For a helpful bibliography see Amir-

Moezzi 2016, 23–24. For someclassic studies see: Casanova 1911;Wensinck 1924; Shoemaker

2014. For a good discussion of the apocalyptic elements in theQurʾan see: Cook 2002, 269–

275.

30 Friedmann 1989, 55.

31 A similar perspective is sometimes attributed to Augustine of Hippo: “as for this mortal

life, which ends after a few days’ course, what does it matter under whose rule aman lives,

being so soon to die.” Augustine 1998, 217 (v.17); Markus 1970, 70.
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genuine political doctrine presupposes durability; the political organization of

society presupposes a long-term perspective, which is incompatible with the

short-term perspective of apocalyptic thought. In the words of Harvey G. Cox:

Apocalypticismandpolitics are inherently incompatible. Politics requires

… a certain confidence that history will provide a reasonably stable arena

in which to seek the goal. Apocalypticism denies all these. No earthly

goals are worth holding since all are equally corrupt or illusory.32

5 Politics, Warfare, and Law

But is the apolitical interpretation of the Qurʾan deduced from the apocalyptic

depreciation of life in this world the last word on the subject? There are at least

two other points that lead us toward a different and more political interpreta-

tion of the Qurʾan. The first point concerns the issue of warfare in the Qurʾan

and the second is the question of religious law. Let us discuss them in turn.

The place of warfare in Islamic beliefs has given Islam a rather unique char-

acter that has always been known to Muslim thinkers. Ibn Khaldun ascribes

the importance of warfare in Islam and its special status as “a religious duty”

to “the universalism of the Muslim mission,” which is meant to convert all the

inhabitants of the Earth by persuasion or by force. In his view, the leader of

the Muslim community must, therefore, be a religious and political figure at

the same time. Similar arguments for the relationship between the universal-

ity of Islam and its military aspect can also be found in the writings of Alfarabi,

Avicenna, and Averroes.33 According to Ibn Khaldun, other religious traditions

do not have Islam’s universalistic character, and therefore it “has thus come

about that the person in charge of religious affairs (in other religious groups)

is not concerned with power politics at all.”34 But is there any Quranic basis for

this militaristic perspective? The answer is positive: Numerous verses of the

Qurʾan deal with and strongly advocate warfare (e.g., Q 9:5, 9:29, 4:84, 8:65).

More importantly, the idea of warfare in the Qurʾan seems to presuppose some

form of political order. Apart from the fact that the pursuit of warfare seems

to presuppose some kind of an organized society of believers that one can

32 Cox 1967, 37–39.

33 Alfarabi 2001, 43–44 (Najjar 76–78); Avicenna 2005, 376 (Cairo 453); Averroes 1974, 45–46

(Rosenthal 46). See also Averroes’s engagement with the question of an Islamic universal

society in Namazi 2022a, 68–73; 2022b, esp. 172–175.

34 Ibn Khaldun 1967, 1:473
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describe aspolitical, someverses seemtodescribe the endof warfare as thepro-

tectionof a community of believers,which as such, ismeant to exist side by side

with other communities for a certain length of time (Q 2:193, 8:39). Other verses

even seem to announce the objective of warfare explicitly as the domination

of other groups by the believers (Q 9:5, 9:29). Warfare seems to be an organ-

ized and relatively well-regulated enterprise in the Qurʾan, hence the question

of booty and its distribution is discussed in some detail (Q 4:95; 8:1, 8:41, 59:6–

8). Furthermore, Q 4:101–102 describes in vivid colors a community of believers

engaged in active warfare and Q 61:4 even describes their battle formation. The

division of the spoils is the prerogative of the Messenger (Q 8:1, 59:6–7). He

also guides the warfare, and the believers are instructed to obey his command

(Q 3:146, 3:153, 3:172, 8:67, 8:70, and more generally 4:59).

To summarize, many Quranic verses seem to describe a community of

believers guided by a designated commander facing and trying to dominate

other communities. It is difficult to describe this community in any terms other

than political. This view of the Quranic perspective can even bemade compat-

ible with the Qurʾan’s putative apocalypticism: The Qurʾan seems to preach a

“militant piety, one that felt an urgent need not only to adopt righteous beha-

vior in one’s own life, but also to stamp out kufr”35 through warfare, the forma-

tion of a “jihadi” political orderwagingwar against the unbelievers and thereby

preparing its members for the End of Time. This political order is not perhaps

very complex, although one should not exaggerate its simplicity: after all, it

seems to be engaged in making treaties with other communities, organizing

warfare, and distributing booty.

Connected to the question of warfare in the Qurʾan and its link to the uni-

versalistic ambition often attributed to Islam is what can be described as the

Qurʾan’s particularistic element. It is not certain that the Qurʾan envisages, pro-

motes, or encourages the elimination of all divisions between men and the

formation of a universalistic political system. This can be seen in a passage in

the Qurʾan in which the division of mankind into “tribes” (qabāʾil) is depicted

as divinely instituted and onparwith the division of men andwomen (Q49:13).

It is possible that the Qurʾan considers the tribe as a divinely revealed institu-

tion and promotes the preservation of the tribal principles. We should bear in

mind that perhaps the ideal political form in the Qurʾan is an inter-tribal com-

munity headed by a prophet. In other words, onemight argue that the political

regime promoted by the Qurʾan follows the pattern of Moses’s Jewish regime.

Moses, the prophet of God in the Qurʾān (mentioned one hundred thirty-six

35 Donner 1991, 47.
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times, more than any other prophet) and his particularistic regimemight have

appeared to the author(s) as the archetype of a divine ruler andpolitical regime

worthy of imitation. To summarize this point, one must say that the Qurʾan,

even if it promotes the foundation of political order on the basis of its specific

principles, does not seem to necessarily promote a universalistic world-state in

the form of a caliphate encompassing the whole of mankind.

While one can extrapolate a basic political order from the Quranic verses

on warfare, one can perhaps extrapolate amore complex political order on the

basis of another type of Quranic verses, namely those dealingwith Islamic Law.

Islamic Law (shariʿa) is a set of rules, norms, and regulationsmeant to organize

different aspects of the life of Muslims. According to the traditional Islamic sci-

ence of jurisprudence (uṣūl al-fiqh), Islamic Law is derived from four sources

of descending authority: the Qurʾan, the Traditions relating the sayings and

actions of Muhammad, the consensus of the scholars (ijmāʿ), and legal ana-

logy (qiyās), which consists of applying known precepts to new circumstances

or cases. It is traditionally claimed that out of more than 6,000 verses of the

Qurʾan, only about 500 have relevance to Islamic Law, the so-called “verses of

ruling” (āyāt al-aḥkām).Themajority of these verses, however, dealwithprivate

religious duties (ʿibādāt) rather than what we usually consider public law. The

latter is mainly discussed in about eighty verses. Let us concentrate on some

examples from the criminal law in theQurʾan.36 Among these crimes, a specific

category is punished with the so-called ḥudūd and is of particular importance

because they not only form the basis of the Islamic Law but also their specific

punishments are delineated in the Qurʾan. These crimes include theft (Q 5:38),

waging war against God and the Messenger and spreading mischief (Q 5:33),

and fornication (Q 24:2).

From the point of view of political theory, the practical aspects of meting

out the punishments delineated in the Qurʾan are of particular importance.

While the political order that one can extrapolate from the militaristic aspects

of the religious beliefs expounded in the Qurʾan can be described as rudiment-

ary, limited, or negligible, the judicial aspect of the Qurʾan seems to require an

independent and relatively developed political order, including a judicial sys-

tem capable of administering these specific forms of punishment. The degree

of complexity of such a regime certainly also depends on other factors, such

as the extent of the territory under its rule. But in any event, one cannot deny

that the existence of these judicial rules implies the existence of some form of

36 Criminal law is discussed in about 30 verses in the Qurʾan. See Tellenbach 2015.
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political order, although the exact characteristics of that order remain unclear.

In any event, later thinkers were comfortable connecting the judicial aspects of

Islam with the specific characteristics of the Islamic political order. Ibn Khal-

dun, for instance, describes the office of the chief of police (ṣāḥib al-shurṭa),

responsible for administering “the punishments required by the religious law,”

emphatically as a “religious office” and one of the chief appointments made

by the Caliph.37 Avicenna, in the same vein, justifies the acts of worships and

Islamic Law in general with the claim that the truth brought by a prophetmust

be preserved after his death. Avicenna implies that the period after the prophet

will not be short; itwill last at least centuries.During this period, acts of worship

and punishments are necessary to preserve the legacy of the prophet; hence

a religious-political order is necessary.38 The number of specifically judicial

verses in the Qurʾan is rather limited. In many cases, what are considered judi-

cial verses by Muslim jurists are either verses whose meaning is overstretched

through overinterpretation to fit a purpose or are verses that are so ambiguous

that their practical application is unclear. For instance, both Al-Mawardi and

Ibn Khaldun interpret the often-repeated verses “enjoining good and forbid-

ding wrong” (Q 3:104, 9:71) as a basis for the institution of market supervisor

(ḥisbah).39 However, there are enough clear verses in the Qurʾan that refer to

specific punishments, indicating some form of a judicial system, which seem

to necessitate a relatively developed and organized political order.

As discussed at the outset, examining political thought in the Qurʾan is

inherently complex due to various conceptual andmethodological challenges.

While it would be premature to assert that the preceding observations offer

an entirely satisfactory account of the political dimensions within the Qur-

anic text, they do help outline the broad contours of such an analysis. These

observations highlight major difficulties and prepare the groundwork for a

more detailed exploration of different facets of this issue. Any study of political

thought in the Qurʾan must consider recent advancements in Islamic studies

and integrate these new perspectives. Additionally, the historical ambiguities

in the Qurʾan, particularly its apocalyptic aspects, must also be addressed. By

acknowledging these complexities and incorporating contemporary scholar-

ship, we canmove towards amore nuanced understanding of political thought

in the Qurʾanic context.

37 Ibn Khaldun 1967, 1:457–458

38 Avicenna 2005, 367, 374 (Cairo 443–444, 451). Interestingly, as a wink toward the situation

after Muhammad, Avicenna claims that the best way to avoid quarrels and disagreement

is for the legislator to designate his own successor, thereby emphasizing the importance

of an established political order with a designated ruler to apply Islamic Law.

39 Al-Mawardi 1996, 260; Ibn Khaldun 1967, 1:462–463.
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